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THE PROBLEM WITH TESTS 
     I used to hate giving tests to students. Students would jubilate over high scores 
and  shoganai1 over low scores as if their scores were the result of some random lottery, 
completely out of their control or influence. Students with low scores (or even medium 
scores) seemed efeated by their mistakes, and even the best performers rarely gave more 
than a cursory glance at their tests before shoving them into their notebooks, never to be 
seen again. But I wanted my students to study through their answers, both the correct 
ones, to reinforce their learning, and the incorrect ones, to learn from their mistakes. I 
wanted them to compare the test items with the text and with their notes, to interact with 
the class material.  In short, I wished that tests could be learning tools, where the process 
of studying for and taking the test would result in the students knowing and 
understanding more than they did before the test. 
     A brief survey completed by 14 other teachers in the same EFL department 
showed that I was not alone in my feeling of the ineffectualness of tests as learning tools. 
Thirteen of the 14 expressed some level of dissatisfaction with the discrepancy between 
what they wished students would do in processing areturned test and what most students 
actually did. One teacher succinctly asked, "If so few are actually doing that review or 
preparation process, then what is the good of giving tests  . .  .?"
 1Shoganai is a Japanese expression
, usually translated as "It can't be helped."
26
A SOLUTION 
      Then, in doing research on an unrelated topic, I came across the seeds of two 
ideas that offered a potential solution to the problem with tests. Nestled in an article 
dealing with building positive self-image in language classrooms is a single sentence in 
which Diaz (1999) suggests allowing students to edit their test answers. With similar 
brevity, Lore-Lawson's (1993) article on authentic language testing mentions asking 
students to list things that they studied that were not covered on the test. Neither Diaz nor 
Lore-Lawson elaborates at all about how to implement heir suggestions. However, I
have grown these two ideas into a method I now use to encourage students to recognize 
the control they have over their scores and to synthesize the questions on tests with the 
materials from the text and class in order to increase their learning. This is accomplished 
through two techniques. 
The Techniques 
Extra Credit Question 
  Perhaps all students have had the experience of finding that a point from the text that 
they studied extensively was not included on the test. This first technique gives students 
credit for their efforts by allowing them to gain extra credit by listing anything learned in 
class or from the text that was not specifically covered by the test. To do this, I include 
the following extra credit question as the last question on each test: "Did you study any 
other things for this test? If you did, write them here to get some extra points." Students 
may write anything from one vocabulary word and its meaning to an entire dialog or 
concept hat they studied. That way, if the information they studied does not happen to 
coincide exactly with what the teacher chose to put on the test, the students till have an 
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opportunity to show what they studied and to get credit for it. When I score this question, 
students may earn from one-half a point to five points of extra credit. The following are 
some hints to be aware of in using this technique: 
 I. Be sure that the actual test does not take the entire class period; there needs to be some 
extra time at the end when students can work on this last question. 
2. Whether you tell the students that the maximum extra credit is five points is up to you. 
I do not tell them because I think that may have the effect of limiting what they are 
willing to  write. 
3. You may want to consider postponing the use of this technique until later in the 
semester, after students have already taken a test or two. That way, when first including 
this question on a test, you would be able to show students some example answers (and 
their corresponding extra points) that they could have written on previous tests, had this 
question been included. That may help students understand what kind of information you 
are looking for and may increase the number of students who are likely to respond to this 
question. 
Editing Test Answers 
     The goal of the second technique is to encourage students to interact further with 
the class information in their texts and notes. This technique comes into play after I have 
collected the finished tests. At that time, I tell the students to think about the parts of the 
test that were difficult for them and to re-study the related material in their textbooks and 
notes because, the next day, they will have a few minutes to fix their tests. The next day, 
then, I return the tests to the students, completely unmarked and uncorrected, and allow 
them a few minutes to correct any of their answers. I instruct students to leave the tests
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upside-down on their desks until all students have their tests. At my signal, students turn 
their tests over and work individually, in a test-like environment, to correct heir answers 
within a certain time limit. The time I allow depends on the type of test. A 30-minute, 
strictly multiple choice or true/false test can be corrected in two minutes, whereas a  30-
minute test that requires both objective and written answers may require five or six 
minutes to correct. In their correcting, students are not to erase but to use a single line to 
cross out the old answer and a different color of pen to write the new answer. In the 
unusual event that a student changes a correct answer to an incorrect one, the original 
answer is still there and legible, so I give half credit for it. It might be argued that since 
the answer is now wrong, no credit should be given. However, I feel that completely 
denying credit at this point may, on future tests, limit students' willingness to risk editing 
their answers, which could, in turn, eventually discourage them from re-studying the 
class materials. 
  Before I first tried these techniques, I had two worries that have proven groundless in 
the three semesters I have used this testing system. First of all, I was concerned that this 
method would cause test scores to loose their meaning because everyone would receive 
overly inflated scores. However, this has not been the case: Not everyone gets 100 
percent; there is still a fair range of scores reflecting students' abilities and efforts. 
Additionally, I was worried that students would take advantage of this testing method by 
not studying at all for the test in the first place and then studying only after they had seen 
the questions. I have found that it is actually impossible for students to do this because 
the two to five minutes allowed for correction is not enough time to satisfactorily 
complete a whole test.
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CONCLUSION 
     These two simple techniques have transformed the feeling surrounding tests in my 
classroom. Tests have become much more of a learning tool with which the students 
interact with the class material. Not only do students re-study the materials, but, 
surprisingly, more students now seem to study before the test is given initially, judging 
by the answers written on the tests the first day. 
     Of course, there are still some students who do not study or do not study enough 
for the test, as suggested by the fact that some students do still fail. However, the number 
of students failing tests has been cut almost in half, reduced from 10 percent o only 5.5 
percent. Furthermore, it is not only formerly failing students whose grades have 
improved. Since implementing this method with its chances for extra credit and 
correction, 77 percent of students earn higher test grades compared with their scores 
before the implementation. Fewer students failing tests and more students with higher 
scores — these are two more positive outcomes.
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